n8   RAILWAY  CONQUEST  OF  THE WORLD
To the dangers of hunger, thirst and physical exhaustion
there had to be included those from the attacks of the
marauding Bedouins, who hung on the sides of the over-
land route, ever on the look-out to despoil the traveller.
These brigands were most daring and ferocious in their
depredations. They robbed the pilgrim of all he pos-
sessed, and if his poverty resulted in a meagre reward for
their attack, they bludgeoned him mercilessly for not being
better provided with this world's goods, and left him
bleeding and dying in the sun.
Every year hundreds of pilgrims paid the penalty for
their zeal. They set out from Damascus on their mission
of duty and faith never to return. So powerless was the
Ottoman Government that these relentless nomads pursued
their life of brigandage and preying on the pilgrims
unchecked and without fear of punishment.
The Hedjaz railway was conceived in order to remove
these perils and privations. When the Sultan published
the details of his idea it was hailed with unalloyed enthu-
siasm by every Mahqmmedan throughout the world, and
one and all contributed towards the furtherance of the
scheme.
The fulfilment of this enterprise will always rank as a
magnificent achievement in the romance of railway
engineering; the methods by which the numerous obstacles
were broken down as they arose contribute fascinating
incidents to a thrilling story. When it is remembered
that approximately 1000 miles of metals had to be laid
through some of the most sterile and difficult country
on the globe; that some 4000 bridges, viaducts and tunnels
had to be built to span rushing rivers, yawning chasms,
and to penetrate precipitous bluffs; that sudden drops
had to be made from highlands to valleys, and equally
steep ascents from depressions to plateaus, then a faint
idea of the formidable character of the undertaking may
be gathered.
For months the constructional engineers were buried in
the midst of the biting, scorchiner and drivinu sand, quite